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Background: The Foodborne Diseases Active Surveillance Network (FoodNet) has documented
substantial declines in the incidence of several bacterial infections that are commonly transmitted
through food (E. coli O157, Campylobacter, and Listeria monocytogenes). We investigated
whether these trends might also be evident in the incidence of foodborne disease outbreaks.
Methods: We used data reported to CDC’s electronic Foodborne Outbreak Reporting System
(eFORS) from FoodNet sites for outbreaks involving >5 persons. Multistate outbreaks were not
included in our analysis. Negative binomial regression was used to examine changes over time in
the incidence of reported foodborne outbreaks with a bacterial, viral, and undetermined etiology.
Results: From 1998 to 2004, FoodNet sites reported 1227 outbreaks involving > 5 persons to
eFORS. Of 655 outbreaks with confirmed etiology, 198 (30%) were bacterial and 372 (57%)
were viral. Of the bacterial outbreaks, the etiologies were: 139 (70%) Salmonella, 28 (14%)
Shiga toxin-producing E. coli, 14 (7%) Shigella, 11 (6%) Campylobacter, 3 (2%) Yersinia, 2
(1%) Vibrio, and 1 (0.5%) Listeria. There were 27 reported bacterial outbreaks in 2004 (0.61
cases per 100,000 persons), compared to 20 reported bacterial outbreaks in 1998 (0.97 cases per
100,000 persons), a 20% decrease in incidence. However, the number of reported outbreaks was
not sufficient for this decrease to be statistically significant or to model the change in incidence
of outbreaks due to specific bacterial pathogens. From 1998 to 2004 there was a 312% increase
in incidence of viral outbreaks, and a simultaneous 54% decrease in incidence in outbreaks with
undetermined etiology.

Conclusions: While there was a downward trend in reported bacterial outbreaks, further study is
needed to better understand this in the context of significant declines in the overall incidence of
several important bacterial pathogens during the same time period. The coincident increase in
reported viral outbreaks and decrease in reported outbreaks of undetermined etiology is likely a
consequence of the increased availability of viral diagnostics.
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